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of the British presence on his front, so that the encounter battle
of Mons came as a surprise to both sides. The British held
their ground all day on the 23rd, but the collapse of the resistance
of the Fifth French Army, and its enforced retirement, made it
impossible for them to continue to do so on the morrow, and
on the 24th the long retreat began. It was a trying and dis-
heartening experience for all concerned. The conduct of it
largely passed at a very early stage out of the hands of French,
but the enemy pursuit, after the first few days, was spasmodic,
and the troops, though weary and puzzled, emerged at the end
little the worse in body or spirit.
The B.E.F. was able to slip away with little difficulty on
this first day, as Von Kluck lost time bringing up his forces to
attack our vacated position. But there wras hot rearguard work
on the 25th, when our two corps were separated on either side
of Mormal Forest, and on the morrow there occurred the
moment of greatest peril, when Smith-Dorrien, the II Corps
commander on the left, found himself in too close contact with
the enemy to be able to extricate his tired troops without a
fight. The Germans attacked with vigour, but by midday
they had been sufficiently severely punished to enable the bulk
of the II Corps to carry out its retreat unpursued in reaSoh^bly
good order, and make its way to safety behind the line of the
Somrne about Ham. Von Kluck's pursuit on the nsxt day was
diverted from its true direction, partly by his delusion that our
line of retreat ran not south but west, and partly bv the appear-
ance on his right flank of a newTly-formed Sixth French Army
assembling about Amiens. This army, caught in a state of
dispersion, wras thrown back to the south, but the two corps of
the B.E.F. profited by this respite to reunite on the Oise on
August agth, molested only by small bodies of German
horsemen.
Unfortunately, at this juncture, French, unduly alarmed and
depressed by the losses in his army and the continued retreat
of his Allies on either side of him, came to the conclusion that
only by a complete withdrawral from the battle line and a long
spell of rest, could it be kept in being as a fighting forced Re-
fusing to support the Fifth French Army in its counter-attack
at Guise, he ordered a retreat behind the Aisne, and only the
personal intervention of Kitchener prevented the BJE.F's.
complete retirement from the scene of action. Von Kluik's
army now appeared on its heels once more, and a series of brisk
rearguard actions were necessary before the pursuit could be
shaken off. The Germans then turned south-eastwards in a
vain attempt to cut off the retreat of the Fifth French Army,
and the British retirement across the Marne, the last stage of